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Singapore sidesteps 
global cancer  
drug shortages

Singapore has managed to 
steer clear of a chronic short-
age of key chemotherapy 

drugs currently plaguing much of 
the developed world. 

But experts are calling for an ear-
ly warning system to guard against 
any ripple effect in the long run.

Among the drugs in short supply 
in the US are leucovorin for treating 
colorectal cancer, liposomal doxoru-
bicin used in breast and ovarian can-
cer, sarcoma, and multiple myeloma, 
5-fluorouracil used in colon cancer, 
bleomycin used for Hodgkin’s lym-
phoma and testicular cancer, and 
cytarabine used for leukemia.

The European Hematology As-
sociation and Cancer Council Austra-
lia have reported similar shortages, 
compelling clinicians there to switch 
drug regimens, substitute drugs, 
delay treatment and omit or reduce 
doses.

In Singapore and wider Asia, no 
such shortage has been felt so far. In 
rare cases where supplies of certain 
drugs do get delayed, the pharma-
ceutical companies have made stop 
gap arrangements wherein clinicians 
can borrow essential chemotherapy 
drugs from public hospitals, said pri-
vate practitioner Dr. Wong Chiung 

Ing, specialist in medical oncology at 
The Cancer Centre, Singapore.

Assistant Professor Lita Chew, 
head of oncology pharmacy at the 
National Cancer Centre Singapore 
(NCCS), said a sizable portion of 
chemotherapy drugs at NCCS are 
purchased through the Group Pro-
curement Office. 

“We have running contracts 
and projected deliveries that have 
served us well,” Chew said. “For sup-
plies that we purchased on our own, 
we work closely with our suppliers 
to pre-empt disruption and manage 
supply to patients.” 

The American Society of Clinical 
Oncology (ASCO) recently reported 
the findings of a survey of 214 US on-
cologists and hematologists which 
found that 83 percent of them were 
unable to prescribe their top choice 
chemotherapy agent, 94 percent re-
ported shortages affecting patient 
care. 

“Unfortunately, cancer drug 
shortages will likely be a persis-
tent issue,” said lead researcher Dr. 
Keerthi Gogineni of the Abramson 
Cancer Center at the University of 
Pennsylvania in Philadelphia, Penn-
sylvania, US.

One reason for this East vs West 
disparity is that different set of 
manufacturers and suppliers are ap-

King cobra is one of the world’s most venomous snakes that can kill 
a human in one bite. But its venom could become the basis for 

a new generation of potent painkillers. Professor Manjunatha Kini of 
the National University of Singapore, in collaboration with colleagues 
Professor P. Gopalakrishnakone and Professor Peter Wong, has isolated 
a protein from king cobra’s venom that could yield a painkiller 20 to 
200 times more potent than morphine. The venom lacks the addictive 
properties of opioid painkillers currently on the market, said Kini. The 
animal studies have been encouraging and Kini hopes to test the drug 
in humans within a couple of years.  

Potent painkillers from 
cobra venom 

The Health Sciences Authority 
(HSA) and the Central Narcotics 

Bureau (CNB) in a joint operation 
have smashed a codeine cartel, seiz-
ing almost 2,000 liters of illegal co-
deine syrup estimated to be worth 
S$1.25 million in street value. 

The culmination of the three-
month long operation has taken the 
tally of such seizures of the phar-
macy only medicine to a whopping 
9,000 liters over the past three years.

“The [cumulative] figures in-
clude offenses such as illegal sale 
and importation of codeine cough 
mixtures and the [consignments] 
seized thus far were from various 

locations within and outside of Sin-
gapore,” said an HSA spokesperson, 
without disclosing specific loca-
tions.

The operation is being de-
scribed as one of the biggest such 
crackdowns targeting suspected 
codeine smuggling syndicates. Four 
Singaporean men were arrested in 
the operation and are currently as-
sisting HSA with investigations. 

To date, 22 individuals have been 
prosecuted under the Poisons Act. 
Many of these offenders were ap-
parently sourcing the syrup through 
legitimate suppliers, only to divert 
them to the black market. The HSA 
in 2009 imposed new controls on 
license holders who wish to export 

cough mixtures from Singapore, 
whereby they are now required to 
obtain HSA’s prior approval.

Meanwhile, codeine syndicates 
continue to use ingenious ways to 

smuggle in codeine syrup. The latest 
case was first detected by the Im-
migration & Checkpoints Authority 
(ICA) officers at Keppel Distripark on 

28 March, wherein 3.8 liter canisters 
of the syrup were being smuggled 
in under guise of products such as 
tire shine, porcelain cleaners and 
degreasers. 

Follow-up investigations by 
the HSA showed that the suspects 
brought the canisters to a residen-
tial unit and another rented storage 
facility, where they were processed 
and repackaged into smaller quanti-
ties, before being distributed to the 
black market.

“Codeine cough syrups should 
only be dispensed for medical use 
by licensed pharmacists or doctors. 
If used improperly and illegally, 
these can lead to serious health con-
sequences,” said Associate Profes-

sor Chan Cheng Leng, HSA deputy 
group director of the health prod-
ucts regulation group. 

In addition to substance depen-
dence as well as nausea, vomiting, 
constipation and confusion, co-
deine may also cause hallucinations, 
decreased heart rate and breathing, 
leading to coma and death if taken 
in excess, said Chan.

In a statement issued recently, 
the HSA said it will continue to step 
up its enforcement efforts against 
such offenses. Under the Poisons 
Act, anyone caught importing, sell-
ing or possessing products contain-
ing codeine without a license can be 
fined up to $10,000 or jailed up to 2 
years or both.  

2,000 liters of illegal codeine syrup seized
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proved to supply in the two regions 
what are essentially generic chemo-
therapy drugs. And Asian companies 
have enough capacity to meet local 
demand.

Dr. Wong Seng Weng, medical 
director at The Cancer Centre, Sin-
gapore, said that should not make 
Asians complacent. If just a fraction 
of the Asian suppliers managed 
to meet the US FDA regulations to 

supply there, the Asian pool could 
shrink considerably causing similar 
shortages here.

“We cannot take the situation for 
granted and think we will continue 
to be not affected by the global che-
motherapy drugs shortage ... It will 
be good to have in place an advance 
warning system,” said Wong. Cancer 
care physicians and pharmacists are 
keeping an eye on the situation. 
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